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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to bring sociological interpretations of a consumerism and an indebtedness. Currently, consumer 
spendings of households have become financed more and more by debts. The explanation includes several reasons. At first, it is 
the preference to consume and spend money from household disposible income and from loans. Secondly, households are 
motivated by increase of living standards, by an afford to do so and by an increase of the real wage. Thirdly, there were other 
motivations for increase of indebtedness such as a shift to owner-occupied housing, effective marketing of financial 
intermediaries and easy availability of money. The focus is on insufficient awareness of the rational strategies of households´ 
financial management and the idea of rational re-education of people. 
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1. Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to bring sociological interpretation to the behaviour of people which is related to 
consumerism and indebtedness. There is a trend of indebtedness in European societies which is present also in the 
Czech Republic. The current empirical analyses shows the weakening tendency to save in the Czech households 
during 1995–2003 in spite of the higher annual nominal gains of their gross saving during 2002–2003.  
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The comparison of years 2000 and 2009 shows the increase in indebtedness of Czech households by 8 times. This 
period was characterised by fast growth of indebtedness but still in comparison to Eurozone, the level of relative 
indebtedness of households is almost 50 % lower. 
The central question of the contribution is which motivations people have to act as they are and support their 
indebtedness? We believe, that a consumer society could be an initial base for our interpretation. From the 1980s, 
society was not sociologically described any more as a pathological feature (in Adornian way), but as a (socio-
culturally conditioned) innovation in terms of the structure of behaviour (habitus) of a modern man. There are many 
ways of how to evaluate a consumer society. It is not only a moralistic notion of greed and hedonism but even 
contradictory perspective. People in general are not any more profligate (luxury seeking) than during any time in the 
past; some of them are just trying to keep up with their environment, they find it as a necessity for future of their 
children, or for the prestige of the profession being carried, etc. Moreover, it seems in a historic comparison, as 
Keller (1995) writes: people have changed their high expectations (eschatological ones as personal salvation, the 
coming of God's Kingdom or in secularized version – building communist society) for tiny and individual wishes (in 
this change we can see a manifestation of Weberian disenchantment of the world). 
Novelty seeking (and purchasing them) well-known as making a little joy or a compulsive buying correlate with 
using antidepressants in both ways: shopping could serve as a substitute for it (a novelty as a small dose of 
serotonin) and antidepressant treatment helps alleviate compulsive shopping disorder but also (as some researches 
shows) it may lead to the loss of ability to deal with money in responsible manner. It could be a possible explanation 
of the increase of British 99p Stores and Poundland or American Dollar tree (variety store chains which sell most 
items in its stores for £1 / 1 $). Providing many practical things (home and kitchen-ware, DIY-, healthcare- and 
cleaning tools), these stores also enables pure people to keep at least some of their social status (and self-esteem) by 
gifting others. Behavior characterized by a frequent and irresistible urge to buy unneeded items. This disorder has a 
lifetime prevalence of about 6 % in the US population. 
Another observation concerns the main interest of the middle classes; they did not dream of comfort and luxury 
but more of security; their members strive increasingly to insure their own current status (materially symbolized) or 
even hide from the social neighbourhood because this status (reached in the past) is not covered by the real situation, 
income, life prospects, etc. Debts may be a manifestation of this effort. Sociologists point out that it is a culture that 
influences our behaviour as internalized structure of dispositions (to perceive and classify reality and to act in it). It 
integrates many different modifiable (and recognizable) components. But in the principle culture is learned by social 
learning from different groups surrounding individual. It is not easy to influence (or to change) this structure of 
interests motives (or needs) from outside via rational re-education.  
We could also mention authors which currently stress market-oriented thinking as one of the most significant 
developments of our time such as Michael J. Sandel and his book What money can´t buy – The Moral Limits of 
Markets (2012), Tomáš Sedláček and his Economics of Good and Evil (2011) or Robert and Edward Skidelsky 
(2013) and their publication on How much is enough? Money and Good Life. 
2. Consumption, savings and debts 
2.1. Trends in Consumption of the Czech households 
Since 1990, there are evident changes in the consumption of Czech households with a relatively new trend of 
consumerism (with exception of 1991 due to increase of prices and deregulation, economic recession in 1998, 
stagnation in 2009 and recession in 2012). From the beginning of a new millenium, but mostly around the middle of 
the period 2001–2010, consumer spendings of households has became financed more and more by debts. This is 
considered as a significant change in the mentality of Czech households which for a long decades tended to refuse 
indebtedness.  
Since 1993, there is an evident trend of extreme consumption increase in comparison to investments of 
households (both tangible fixed assets or financial assets). Between the years 1993 and 2011 the consumption of 
households increased by 6.7 % per year. Due to worse economic situation of households from 2009–2011, 
investments of people to housings decreased (in 2009: −50.6 %, in 2010: −21.7 % and 2011: −20.8 %). From 2010 
to 2012 the households consumption increased very little which is connected with faster grow of income and saving 
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of its non-spended part as financial assets of households. In 2012, the household consumption rapidly decreased 
influenced by inflation, increase of prices of foodstuffs but also, the level of disposable income of households and 
high unemployment rate. Between the year 1991 and 2011 the structure of consumption of Czech households 
rapidly changed. The share of expenditure on foodstuffs decreased to 1/2, on housing and energies increased by 2/3. 
The increase of the spendings on health and education can be explained by previous free of charge services. 
Spendings on post services and telecommunications increased mainly due to mobile operators and internet. (CVVM, 
2004) 
2.2. The Developments in Savings 
In comparison with Austria, Germany, Romania or Hungary, the savings behavior did not lost in importance for 
the Czech households after the financial crisis. On the contrary, 38 % of the respondents answered that saving 
money increased in importance compared to some years ago. From these results we can identify tendency toward 
greater risk aversion after the financial crisis. It could be related to job loss risk and possible increase of 
indebtedness of the households. 
According to the survey provided by the Czech Statistical Office (representative study of Czech inhabitants over 
15 years old, quota selection, 1049 respondents) in the year 2003 (CVVM, 2004), about 38 % of respondents 
declared no monthly savings, 32 % had savings up to 1000 CZK (about 38 EUR), 24 % had savings up to 5000 CZK 
(192 EUR) and 3 % over 5 000 CZK. About 36 % of respondents have a monthly regular income. The analyses 
confirmed that the level of savings is strongly correlated to the living standard and also to the households´ income. 
According to the public opinion survey in October, 2013 (CVVM, 2013a), for about 58 % of Czech people and their 
households is difficult to cope with their monthly wage. In details, for 9 % of them it is very difficult and only for 
2 % it is very easy. Regarding savings, 37 % answered that it is possible for them to save some money whereas for 
59 % savings is difficult or just not possible. These results are strongly correlated with subjective evaluation of 
living standards of households, with income and education. (CVVM, 2013a) Answers from respondents older than 
15 years from November 2013 explain that 82 % of them think that state pension will not be enough as a financial 
security when they retire but only 54 % of them is saving money or make investments to do so. (CVVM, 2013b) 
Other results of public opinion survey from October 2013 show that when respondents are asked to evaluate 
situation in the Czech Republic in terms of education, health care, housing, work, living conditions of handicapped 
or financial possibility for family life, they are the most critical towards the possibility to secure themselves when 
retired, resp. 86 % are critical and 9 % positive. (CVVM, 2013c) 
During 2012 the savings rate increased from 10.51 % of gross disposable income in the first ¼ to 15.92 % in the 
last ¼. This is partly interpreted as a reaction of Czech households to risks. Although there is a trend to save money 
in the economic recession, it is obvious that the trend of Czech households from 2000 to 2011 differs from European 
countries. The ratio of deferred money to the size of disposable income of households was lower than the same ratio 
in the average for the EU27. In 2011, the EU27 average was 11.6 %, the average of Eurozone was 14.1 % and the 
Czech Republic average is around 10 %. 
2.3. Czech Households´ Income 
The households´ gross saving is heterogeneous mass of facilities and its total level depends on different 
behaviour of households. Some households are able and willing to save the part of their primary income, the others 
reach for their saving to assure their own consumption and finally, there are households which borrow for their 
consumer expenditure. This overflowing of money results in total amount of money retained as a gross saving. 
Households´ primary income influences dynamics of the saving. The primary income is in crucial way created by 
primary income originating from the work, i.e. wages and salaries and the primary income from the private 
enterprise. Primary income and secondary income of the Czech households are the sources of the savings, which 
themselves are the supplies of tangible and financial accumulation in the sector of households. Gross disposable 
income of the Czech households composed of the primary incomes and net balance of the secondary incomes, as 
well, increased by 65 % in the period 1995–2003.  
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Generally, according ESA 95 the „primary income“ is such income, which residents get from their direct 
participation in the production process and which the owner of the financial assets or tangible non-produced assets 
get as a compensation for the provided capital or to provide at hand tangible non-produced asset to another 
institutional unit (ESA 95). But in the Czech conditions this determination does not contain e.g. rental revenues. 
„Secondary income“ has a side of the revenue (items D.62 Social benefits other than social transfers in kind, 
receivable, D.71 and D.75 of national accounts ESA 95 Other current transfers, payable) and side of the expenditure 
(D.51, D.59 Current taxes on income, wealth etc. payable, D.6112, D.6113 Social contributions and D.71, D.73 
Other current transfers). This growth was followed by robust rising of 77 % of the final consumption expenditure in 
the household sector between the years 1995 and 2003.  
Nominal wages and salaries rose in 2003 against 1995 by 73 % and primary income from enterprise by 57 %. In 
2003 gross saving was even by 1.1 % lower against 1995. During the entire period 1995–2001 the households´ 
received interest, bond earning and earning from the mutual funds, as well, were strongly higher than their payable 
interest. But in 2002 the reverse occurred – the volume of money paid by households for their loans (consumer 
loans, mortgages, loans from construction savings, but also overdraft facilities and debit balances on current 
accounts and leasing interests) outnumbered firstly the volume of money received by households from their bank 
deposits and other named similar earnings. In 2003 this inequality was already significant – households´ receivable 
interest and similar earnings fell down to CZK 14.5 billion against CZK 56.6 billion in 1995 while paid interest 
inclusive of leasing interest. The decreasing trend of the households´ received interest income seems to be clear. 
From 1999 to 2003 the households´ net equity of life insurance reserves and pension funds reserves had double digit 
growth every year. Money which Czech households saved every year on their accounts of the capital and investment 
insurance, or more accurately, how they increased their share on the life insurance reserves, grew from CZK 4.1 
billion in 1995 to CZK 16 billion in 2002. During 1995–2003 the volume of this money boosted by almost 280 %. 
Totally in life insurance and pension funds the Czech households achieved a three-fold increase of their yearly gains 
in reserves during 1995–2003. In 2003 against 1995 the households´ income from the ownership of the life 
insurance and property in the pension funds increased by 66 %. The current empirical analyses shows the weakening 
tendency to save in the Czech households during 1995–2003 in spite of the higher annual nominal gains of their 
gross saving during 2002–2003. (CVVM, 2004) 
2.4. Indebtedness of Czech households 
There are 2 main features typical for the indebtedness of Czech households. It is the fast growth of indebtedness 
in decade after year 2000 and secondly, strong domination of housing loans. The comparison of years 2000 and 
2009 shows the increase in indebtedness of households 8 times. This period was characterized by fast growth of 
indebtedness but still in comparison to Eurozone, the level of relative indebtedness of households is almost 50 % 
lower. The explanation of this indebtedness growth includes several reasons. At first, it is the preference to consume 
and spend money not only from households disposible income but also from loans. Secondly, households are 
motivated by increase of living standards or an efford to do so and also an increase of the real wage. Between 2000 
and 2008 there was a significant change in the stratification of wages but the percentage of employees with wages 
lower than the average wage was more or less the same – in 2000 it was 63.6 % employees with lower wage than the 
average wage, in 2008 it was 65.2 % . Higher income of people motivated them to take mortgages and equipment of 
houses and flats with durables untill higher inflation in 2008. Thirdly, there were other motivations for increase of 
indebtedness such as a shift to owner-occupied housing, effective marketing of financial intermediaries and easy 
availability of money. Competitive environment of mortgage banks lead to stable interest rates and mortgage loans. 
The change came after economical slowdown in 2008 as a fear of people to possible job loss, lowering of incomes 
and unfavorable conditions for long-term liabilities.  
In 2000, loans for housing and consumption made 7.7 % of the volume of bank deposits of the population, in 
2009 it was almost 2/3 (64 % ). It is important to mention that bank deposits are not the only type of savings of 
Czech households. There are also technical reserves of the pension scheme or life insurance, assets in mutual funds, 
direct investments in securities and others. It means that the amount of savings of Czech households in relation to 
debts is higher than only when using information from bank sector. The indebtedness of Czech households increased 
rapidly from 2004. From 2004 to 2008 the amount of credit given to households increased every year by 145 mld. 
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CZK, with prevalence of long term credits (mortgage loans, loan from building savings). Mortgage boom was 
related to the extreme development of the Czech households´ income in connection with long and strong economic 
boom (increase of nominal wage in 2005–2008, high employment, free work places, dynamic profit growth of 
entrepreneurs and profit of households from property) which will not be most probably repeated in the future. The 
change of situation leads also to lending decrease. The indebtedness of Czech households is dominated by loans 
from banks, among which loans on housings prevails. By the end of 2012 the indebtedness of Czech households was 
in total 1.0043 billion CZK out of which 81 % were loans on housing and 19 % loans on consumption. Loans on 
housing increased by February 2013 to 811.6 mld. CZK in comparison to 809.8 mld. CZK in 2012, loans on 
consumption in a contrast decreased. Credits from non-banking assets faciliators (consumer loans based on 
Installment sale or leasing) are used by households as short term credits which have decreased since 2009. The level 
of risky loans (loans in default) of households is increasing and almost reaching the level of risky loans of firms. In 
2013, from total of risky loans, households made up 48.1 % , in 2010 it was 39.9 % and in 2005 it was 30.3 % . 
From 2012 untill March 2013 the proportion of bad loans of inhabitants was between 5–5.2 % of total households´ 
indebtedness.  
Total indebtedness of Czech households in proportion to the gross disposable income increased from 11.7 % in 
1997 to 49.6 % in 2008 where most of its dynamics took place after 2004. Within EU16 in 1996 the indebtedness of 
households represented 2/3 (72.3 %) of their Annual gross disposable income whereas in the Czech Republic it was 
12.3 %. In 2008, the indebtedness in the Czech Republic represented half (49.6 %) of the Eurozone indebtedness 
(93.2 %). The growth rate of Czech households debts in 1999–2008 was almost twice higher in comparison to 
Eurozone but the level of this relative indebtedness is almost 50 % lower than in Eurozone, in the Czech Republic it 
was 53.3 % of the relative level of indebtedness of households in EU 16. (CSO, 2013) 
2.5. Debt as a Social Institution 
The treatise on the genealogy of the debt from the pen of anthropologist David Rolf Graeber (2011) underlines 
the social dimension of debt. He is an American anthropologist, currently being a Professor of Anthropology at the 
London School of Economics. Graeber has been involved in social and political activism, including the protests 
against the 3rd Summit of the Americas in Quebec City in 2001 and the World Economic Forum in New York City 
in 2002. He was also a leading figure in the Occupy Wall Street movement. By Graeber, the debt is from the 
sociological perspective a form of the relationship between people. It has, like most of relationships, ambivalent 
form; it has its positives and negatives, it can connect people and divide them as well, it can generate power as 
powerlessness, and it can do it often at the same time or for both parties. All of us are in the situation of debtor as 
well as creditor, at least at certain moments. Graeber´s text shows us positives and the need for a debt through 
speech Rabelais hero Pantagruel: Always owe somebody something, then he will be forever praying God to grant 
you a good, long and bless life. Fearing to lose what you owe him, he will always be saying good things about you 
in every sort of company; he will be constantly acquiring new lenders for you, so you can borrow to pay him back, 
filling his ditch with other men´s spoil.  
Anthropological investigation of various institutions is generally reminiscent of the magical background, origin 
and seemingly rational practices. So the debt is not a new phenomenon. The only one modern trait of debt is perhaps 
a grade of its formalization and institutionalization, today's form of loans, credits and indebtedness as a modern 
phenomenon.  
Is there a fading out of the institute of "debt forgiveness" from ordinary consciousness, and in particular, from the 
institutionalized forms of behavior? The notion of grace (grazzia) is a key term for Szakolczaie (2007). The 
possibility to neglect, forgive debt was in the past a part of conceptualizing of debt. Power of the creditor could be 
of course, expressed by sanctions for any default of debtor. The current system of "money power" as a social control 
has hidden intention to teach us not only that sanctions always turn out (even after a long time), but even that power 
penalties can significantly exceed the rate of wrong doing against the creditor. As Cannetti (1994) reminds us, the 
manifestation of the power or hard punishment, is a possibility or privilege to forgive it. Cannetti writes about 
capital punishment, but no doubt, the mercy can be equally rendered by forgiving of debts. It may be, of course, 
institutionalized to some extent (jubilee, or institute of the sovereign grace) but equally ad hoc implemented gesture.  
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Key word in a psychological explanation could be delayed or deferred gratification. It means an ability to resist 
the temptation for an immediate reward or ability to wait for a gratification (which could be even associated with 
ascetic mode of conduct). The best settings for the training of this ability are high schools, colleges and universities 
where successful students have to prove their ability to force themselves to do unpleasant things first. In general, 
childhood or young age and orderly conducted family upbringing are proper to this ability. Czech managerial 
advisor Ivo Toman (2010) has named those mental settings as Systems of discomfort and considered them as a 
necessary condition for the success in any kind of enterpreneurship. It stands in obvious contrast to peoples´ desire 
for contentment and comfort. It could resemble Webers´ depicting of “a protestant ethic” and modest systematic 
management of life with religious motivation. Following are some essential points from Toman´s lectures: ability to 
live in uncertainty (to bear various unsecured living situations); ability to distinguish what is essential from 
inessential (which suppose to have structured system of subordinated goals: what I am willing to pay for what); 
ability to avoid mass patterns of living, to resist the pressure to conform with others; ability to perceive public 
authorities (media, experts) with a disdain or without necessity to follow their advices.  
3. Conclusion  
Some of the studies concerning the increase of household debts, see the root of the problem in the insufficient 
awareness of the rational strategies of household financial management. Thus, these approaches appeal for an 
improvement of education that would rationalize the financial behaviour of people. 
The idea of rational re-education of people is for most of sociologists a demonstration of a lack of reflexibility. 
Financial literacy can not be a “panaceum” against household debts. There are other reasons for the serious doubts 
about this intention. Czech sociologist Tereza Stöcklová (2012) has analyzed one of such financial literacy guide for 
school. She states, that the handbook does not provide purely technical-economic information, but in the first place 
conveys certain moral economy of persons and collectivities. She has summarized this ideological content, so called 
hidden Curriculum, in the following three points: 1) The text of the guidebook ignores a discussion of the economic 
system in which individuals should interact (as if that was unquestionably given, and only correct one); 2) The 
economic entity and the basis of the analysis of the individual (which subsequently may enter into social 
relationships); 3) The individual than has the ability, opportunity and moral obligation to seriously consider his/her 
own financial situation and deal with it. One of the fictive persons demonstrating suitable financial strategy in the 
book is Jana, 29, a bank advisor. Text says: “Jana as ‘good bank employee’ [...] did not remain in debt.” (Klínský et 
al., 2008:78) However, today popular expression a bankster suggests that not all people identify themselves with the 
idea of a bank clerk (or manger) – as a prototype of a pure morality, financial responsibility and a balance sheet. As 
Stöcklová (2012) summarizes, the example used in the mentioned textbook does not bring negative opinion but 
seems to promote repayable forms of debt as a convenient and responsible financial strategy. In relation to debts, 
some parts of the mentioned instructive publication could be read as an advertisement for some financial products, 
for example credits cards. 
In its ideological background, hidden curriculum, examined manual strives to instill in students a particular 
model of subjectivity, a moral economy of the person rather than own dominant economic paradigm which is 
detailed from casuistry and it associates a bank with the responsible and prudent financial practices. There is, 
however, an ideological connection: while one bank can manage responsibly and sensibly, the other bank can take 
risky and reckless operations.  
How can a guidebook like this teach us a financial literacy, including a warning against lending money, if they 
are developed by the representatives of “mainstream economics” (in one or another way linked to corporate 
financial interests) and if financial institutions all the time appeal on loans, mortgages and credit cards? Is the 
fundamental interest of (rational) homo economicus to maximize personal gain and is it irrational to take the money 
offered now, when it should be returned in an (uncertain) future?  
Looking for the ways how to avoid the increase of uncontrollable households debts, we have came into various 
settings in which mental dispositions for a reasonable or sensible consumption can be formed or developed, 
predominantly in an young age. Among others, we mentioned Weber's Protestant ethic or more generally, an ascetic 
and religious conducting of life or Toman´s managerial systems of discomfort as a methodological and pragmatic 
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way how to reach a success. In contrast, we have discussed a notion of the rational acquisition of a financial literacy 
as rather insufficient or not convincing strategy, as used in the Czech Republic. 
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